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Drugq Abuse
During
Pregnancy

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

This Report has been prepared in response to the
Congressional mandate (the Anti-drug Abuse Act of
1988 P.L. 100-690) for a study of "appropriate
methods of drug abuse education instruction" for
use in the Special Supplemental Food Program for
Women, Infants and Children {(WIC). Administered
by the Food and Nutrition Service (FNS), of the
U.S. Department of Agriculture (USDA), WIC is a
federal nutrition assistance program that serves
approximately 4 million women, infants and
children nationwide. Following the completion of
this Report, the Secretary of Agriculture is
required to "prepare materials for the purposes of
drug education...and to distribute the
materials...to each State agency for distribution
to local agencies participating in the
program...."

Introduction

Comprehensive national data on the prevalence of

drug abuse (including abuse of alcohol, tobacco,

and other drugs)} among pregnant women are sparse.
To fill this gap, the National Institute on Drug
Abuse (NIDA) has recently begun a national study
of in utero drug exposure.

Reports from various drug treatment programs,
clinical observations, and national surveys
indicate that alcohol and other drug use among
pregnant women is a serious problem that is
growing. For example, recent results from a
survey conducted by the Select Committee on
Children, Youth and Families show the incidence of
drug-exposed newborns to range between 4 and 18
percent of all live births. Moreover, the
percentage of newborns exposed to drugs in utero
increased at some hospitals by more than 200
percent from 1987 to 1988,

Although vague on the prevalence of alcohol and
other drug use, the literature is gquite clear on
the effects of drug use during pregnancy. The use
of illicit as well as licit drugs (e.g., alcohol,
tobacco, over-the-counter medications) is
associated with a myriad of negative consequences
for both the woman and her child. First, the
increased risk of obstetrical complications
exacerbates the already severe health problems
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associated with drug and alcohol abuse. Second,
in utero exposure to alcohol and other drugs has a
powerful effect on the health of the fetus and, in
some cases, has long-term developmental
consequences as well. Third, women who abuse
drugs and alcohol place themselves and their
children at greatly increased risk for a host of
other problems, including criminal prosecution,
related dysfunctional behavior (e.g.,
prostitution), and exposure to acquired
immunodeficiency syndrome (AIDS) and a variety of
other infectious diseases. TFinally, drug users
are far more likely to abuse and neglect their
children than nonusers, thereby further increasing
any developmental damage that may have resulted
from in utero exposure to drugs.

The WIC Program provides supplemental foods,
nutrition education, and referrals to health and
social services for pregnant, breastfeeding, and
postpartum women and infants and children (up to
age five) who are at nutritional risk. Although
not currently required in WIC, some State and
local agencies have taken the initiative to
incorporate providing drug abuse information into
existing program operations. Nutrition education
has been deemed particularly important in this
regard since many drugs can suppress the appetite.

As described in the legislative mandate and the
accompanying floor colloquy, the role of WIC in
drug abuse education is intended tc be limited to
the provision of information and, for participants
who need help, referral to providers of drug abuse
services. Specifically, the role of State and
local WIC agencies should be to:

® raise awareness of the dangers of drug abuse by
disseminating information to all adult
participants and the parents or caretakers of
infant and child participants;

e conduct screening of participants only to the
extent necessary to determine whether there is
possible alcohol and other drug use; and

e facilitate access to professional assessment

and treatment, as appropriate, by providing
referrals to available community programs.
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